“My Story with “Indians”    by Deanna Rose von Bargen, rscj     October 2017

I was asked to write about what I have been “doing” related to indigenous peoples.  And if there is an organic connection with Philippine.  The short answer is that I have been on a journey of discovery, a learning experience that covers 40 years, the learning-curve getting steeper the past 20.  Hearing my story, you will see how I was sort of “born into it.”  

Actually, I had a connection with Philippine Duchesne before I ever met the Society or knew she existed.  She sewed cassocks (in Missouri) for the Belgian Jesuit missionary Peter DeSmet, who spent a lot of time in Montana and Idaho wearing those cassocks while with the Indians thereof.  About 100 miles directly north of my hometown, sort of enclosed within the northern Idaho Coeur d'Alene Indian Reservation is the little town of Desmet, Idaho, where he is buried.  The white highway sign with the name “Desmet” is about the size of a business envelope; so if you blink while driving, you could easily miss it.  However, I have never seen its name missing from any AAA map of Idaho, and I have gone through several of these paper maps in my lifetime!  Twice in the past two years I have driven by this sign on this road (and paid my respects).

I know I'm supposed to use the term “indigenous peoples” (it's politically correct now), but my Nez Perce high school classmate, Chug Frank, told me that “we call ourselves Indians, and we're proud of it!”  So.... now I go back and forth, trying not to offend...

Maybe it was an “omen” that I grew up next door to the Nez Perce Indian Reservation (pronounced “nezz-purse” by those associated with it).  My hometown:  Lewiston, Idaho.  Population, then and now: circa 30,000.  Nez Perce headquarters within their reservation:  town of Lapwai, Idaho.  Population: 1200. Next town over, to the east, highway 95.  Both towns in north-central Idaho.

My brother Wally and I attended the Lewiston rodeo with my Dad every September, always wearing the appropriate (and required) cowboy hats and neckerchiefs, and boots (boots affordable only for the boy, in those days).  If you appeared on Main Street NOT wearing at least one of these items on rodeo weekend, you would be “dunked” in a large animal-watering tub !

The weekend rodeo always opened with a “parade” on the rodeo grounds, Friday night, by the “Indians” in ceremonial dress, which I remember involved “jingling” noise.  On Saturday morning, there was a longer rodeo parade down Main Street, including the high school band, and all rodeo participants, mostly on horseback, again led by the Nez Perce tribal members in ceremonial dress.  This was held just prior to the rodeo performance & competitions on that day.  

Both when I was in the 8th grade and again when I was returning home from a year in college in San Diego, our family drove to and from southern California via the only north-south road through Idaho (95 – yup, the same one that goes to Lapwai and also leads north to Desmet), which were my only opportunities at the time, to view road markers south of my home town, denoting various aspects of the “Nez Perce Indian War” in the late 1800's.  I had no idea what this “war” had been about, nor had I any particular curiosity at the time.  Didn't all children grow up in the neighborhoods of “Indian Wars”?

Time passed, I entered the Society of the Sacred Heart in 1959.  True, Philippine Duchesne was one of my favorite RSCJ heroines, in terms of reading material, and I did note that she came to the “new world” for the indigenous peoples, but I had not yet experienced my own awakening.  

In 1977, when I was 38 years old, my mother sent me a copy of a special edition of the Lewiston Tribune daily newspaper.  It was entirely given to the story of the U.S. Government's routing of the Nez Perce people from the Wallowa Lake area in northeastern Oregon, the “Joseph Band”, 100 years prior, in 1877.  It was my first awareness of what is often referred to as a “Trail of Tears” among the indigenous peoples of our country.  Also my first awareness that tribes are often divided into “bands”, which began as extended family groupings.  I had not known the Nez Perce had been elsewhere than in Idaho territory (Idaho did not become a state until 1890).  As a teenager I had once visited the beautiful Wallowa Lake area in the Blue Mountains of Oregon, knowing absolutely nothing of its previous history.

Forty years now having passed since my initial “enlightenment”, I could probably talk non-stop for 2 weeks straight, about all the information I have uncovered for myself, particularly in the last 20 years, regarding indigenous peoples of the Americas.

The half Spokane, half Coeur d'Alene author Sherman Alexie features in my story in the late 1990's, as I took myself to his movie, “Smoke Signals”, since it was set mostly in Idaho, and Spokane is close.

I think my “book journey” began with him, as I started reading his short stories, from which the movie had been made.  By now I am on his most recent book, YOU DON'T HAVE TO SAY YOU LOVE ME, so autobiographical.  Every indigenous person I have ever met, no matter what part of the U.S., has seen “Smoke Signals”!  That movie, and Alexie's life story, are most revelatory about life on the reservations, at least in the west.

Also in the 1990's I purchased a “buffalo pillow” and framed a reproduction of a painting by the famed Navajo artist Rudolph Carl Gorman.  They have traveled with me to Idaho and Soboba and now Redwood City!   These are always with me.  So is a Nez Perce bag woven of corn husks, that my grandmother used to collect her hair into, from her brush.  It used to hang on her dresser mirror post when I was a child.  My grandfather bought it for her from the Nez Perce “store” where he was once employed at Lapwai, during their courtship.  See how I was gradually “born into” and “smitten” …..?

In the summer of 2000 (I was 61), I moved back to Lewiston, Idaho, to care for my mother for a few years before she died.  One of the first things I did that September, was to attend the annual rodeo and the Saturday parade.  How different after nearly 50 years!  Now there were announcers all along the  Main Street parade, with microphones, who kept thanking the native people for all the trouble they took to decorate their cars and Appaloosa horses and themselves in beautiful ceremonial regalia.

After attending the parade and the rodeo, I took myself 55 miles south (highway 95 again), onto the high prairie lands where my Dad had been born and raised, and made a retreat at St. Gertrude's Benedictine Monastery.  During the retreat I explored both inner and outer “landscapes”.  The “outer” included finding my paternal ancestors' grave sites, plus a site, accessible by gravel road only, where my maternal grandparents had spent a year.  Neither the post office where my favorite grandmother (the one who had the corn husk woven bag) had worked, nor the village, existed anymore.  

But there was one building standing: a saloon.  I desperately needed a restroom, and so I went inside.  It was a Sunday afternoon, as I recall. There were folks at the bar, and a pool table with beer cans upon it, here and there.  I located the women's restroom, which was dimly lit.  And so I did not notice that the seat was damp!  Later on, I realized that the only women in that place were Indian.  What, in another “universe”, would have been disgusting to me, today became an earthy bonding experience that was downright electrifying !!  My retreat director, a Benedictine sister, gave me the name of their only Oblate who is Nez Perce, and after the retreat I made contact.  Her name is Rosa Yearout; she and her husband raise Appaloosa horses just outside of Lapwai!  Same road – the two-lane highway 95.

Soon after this I had a slight interruption in order to deal with breast cancer, chemo, and radiation, and after a brief recovery took up a part time and most enjoyable task as Coordinator of Young Adult Ministry in my home parish and town. But I could still manage short trips to the Appaloosa horses and my new-found Nez Perce friend Rosa !  (This was still in the days before Mom, then in my “care”, broke her hip...)

Once my brother had also moved back to town, and could help with Mom, I  had opportunities to drive further around the countryside with a friend, to various scenic areas.  Included were the sites with those highway signs (on 95) about the “Nez Perce Indian War”.  You can imagine how earnestly I did the research now that I was actually living back in my native place!  Another  friend went with me on a sort of pilgrimage to parts of Montana, to see Big Hole, one of the main sorrowful sites commemorating the 1877 Trail of Tears.  

I read everything I could get my hands on, especially through tribal members, listened to their stories, attended their skits given to all the 4th graders in town.  I got “the straight skinny” on the Lewis and Clark story, finally, from native people themselves.  (Across the Snake River from Lewiston is Clarkston, WA, so I had grown up on the historic Lewis-Clark trail ).

 I also  attended a class in Nimiipu (the name by which the Nez Perce call themselves; it means “the people”), presented at Lapwai.  I have no ear for languages but I wanted to learn the people themselves, and to listen to their stories.  I was put in what I call the “dumb class”, all by myself, with a special elder named Bessie Scott as my personal tutor.  We became close and she shared many things with me!  I counted myself blessed.

After more broken bones, re-hab facilities and recoveries, our precious Mom died, and so I had to leave my fun young adults and the Nez Perces AND MY HOME TOWN (weep!) and move again.  It was 2007.  The only place where RSCJ were ministering with indigenous peoples was Soboba, in San Jacinto, southern California.  I asked to go there, where I facilitated bible study for adults on some reservations nearby and prepared other adults for Confirmation, while continuing to learn the stories of indigenous peoples both there as well as in other parts of the Americas.  

PBS produced “We Shall Remain” in full conjunction with indigenous peoples, on “American Experience” in April 2009, over the course of 5 weeks.  I was introduced to it by a friend and former Broadway student of Marianna Torrano's (Onorina Vedovi-Rinker), who came from Colorado to teach art to Soboba's children.  From her and the PBS videos I learned about the boarding schools. Horrors!  That year I attended a healing service for those whose recent ancestors had been forced into these boarding schools as young children.  The stories I heard will remain with me forever.  The traumas endured by those children continue through seven generations. (We are still on only the 2nd, 3rd and 4th for some people, those schools only closed that recently.)  
My experience at Soboba (and the 5 other reservations we served) demonstrated to me, in no uncertain terms, the legacy of the boarding schools, and the legacy of the California Missions.  The results were right in front of our eyes, day after day, in the stories, lives, and circumstances of my new friends and their children, some of whom attended our St. Jude School.

During my nine years at Soboba, besides teaching, I continued exploring.  I attended several Kateri Tekakwitha Conferences, which are offered every year, in some part of the US or Canada.  Traveling to  one of them, held in Fargo, North Dakota, an indigenous friend of mine, Marilyn Arres, from Soboba, accompanied me.  On the way to Fargo we visited the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota.  One of the highlights for me was honoring at his  gravesite, the remains of Frank Fools Crow, a great Lakota spiritual leader and healer, who died in 1989.  He had facilitated the healing of hundreds of people, who came to him one by one, during his life time.  All this was done through his personal connection with Wakan-Tanka (God) and the rituals he had learned from his native spiritual tradition.  (I had cried all the way through the book I had read about him,*(1) I was so moved by his humility, kindness, and generosity...)  

Marilyn and I tromped all over that remote and overgrown little Episcopal church graveyard “in the middle of nowhere”, looking for his name; she is the one who finally found the headstone!  If anybody should be canonized, it is Frank Fools Crow.  (I must tell Robert Ellsberg.)

We also visited my Lakota friend, Geraldine-Goes-In-Center, whom I had met at her vendor table at a previous conference.  She had shared with me a copy of her play that she and two other women presented every year to public school children in Rapid City, to tell the stories of the indigenous, the freed African slaves, and the white settlers, all trying to get along together in what is now South Dakota, in the late 19th century.  Geraldine, besides being the playwright, also acted the role of the  daughter of Sitting Bull.  I finally found out how Sitting Bull got into the Nez Perce's story of escape !  The puzzle of their historical connections was finally coming together for me.

I kept reading a lot of books during this time. One of the first was The  Missions Of California:  A Legacy of Genocide. (2) Some of our local elders quoting their parents & other ancestors in the book were still living, and I had met them.  They certainly seemed credible to me.  (I ended up sending this book to the pope ! see below).

I took my adult bible study students on a weekend field trip to one of the two of the 21 California missions that is owned by the state:  La Purisima.  The cemetery there had headstones for the missionary priests but none for the native deceased, whose remains were somewhere lost under the grass.  I hope to visit the other state-owned mission, at Sonoma, now that I live closer to it.  The remains of many of the native people who died there are under “Avenue A”, as Cahuilla professor Ed Castillo tells me, and he has personally seen to it that a plaque be erected by the side of the street, with the names of the deceased, and with stars placed by the names of all who are children.  A project I have in mind is to try to get a similar plaque erected at La Purisima.  I found out that the names are kept at the Huntington Library.

Pope Francis was elected in 2013 and was preparing to canonize Junipero Serra.  I joined the protest movement, via the internet, and learned about the papal bulls (3) of the 15th century, which spawned the “Doctrine of Discovery”, from Valentin Lopez, chairperson of the Amah Matsun Band of the Ohlone Indians of California.  He quoted verbatim from the bulls in his letters to Pope Francis!  The information about the papal bulls shocked the daylights out of me.  We had not been taught all this in school!  I sent my own letters of protest to Francis, by hand via two cardinals on his “committee of nine”; One of them, Cardinal O'Malley, sent me a response a few months after the canonization, but the Vatican did not.  I wanted the pope to know how very hurt our Indians of California would be, by this move.  One does not know if he even got the letters.  But the canonization was adding insult to injury for these people.  (See Appendix for explanation of the 15th century papal bulls referred to.)

In the summer of 2013 I had participated in the Spirituality Forum at Menlo, where I met Molly Arthur, Broadway alum and Associate, who shares my interests.   Long story short, she invited me to be on her “team” for a break-out session at the 2017 Spirituality Forum in St. Louis, on the “Doctrine of Discovery”.  

In 2014 I learned of the existence of an RSCJ in Canada who has been very involved in the Truth and Reconciliation process re:  First Nations Peoples in Canada:  Sheila Smith.  And in 2015 I finally met her, at the Hearts on Fire Retreat in Florissant, MO.  We are “on the same page” !

And so I guess I am “on a mission”.  It's all about education.  About uncovering the atrocities of the Doctrine of Discovery, that are carried out in our own country (and others) to this very day.  The deeper I go, the more connections I discover,  with injustices I have been protesting for a very long time, such as those perpetrated by the School of the Americas.  And now I understand the Monroe Doctrine and Manifest Destiny (of my own country) much better.  I had no idea that the Doctrine of Discovery was actually invoked by the U.S. Supreme Court as recently as 2005, to deny land rights to the Oneida Nation.  It's not a dead “doctrine”, as the papal bulls that spawned it have never been rescinded.  What the bulls say, is considered “international legal principle” in some of the documents and articles that I have uncovered, authored by lawyers.  In 2014, the LCWR made a request of Pope Francis to please rescind the offensive bulls.  So far, no response that I know of.

Some years ago, I had found out that Christopher Columbus had cut off the hands of the indigenous who didn't bring in their weight of gold each day in Hispaniola (now where Haiti and the Dominican Republic are located), and let them bleed to death; but I hadn't connected the recent death squads and rapes and disappearances in Latin America with centuries-earlier attitudes of conquest and colonization.  I made a time line to illustrate some of these historical “connections” for myself.  It's included in my Appendix of resources for this story.

In conclusion, I never really think of what I have “done” or “am doing”; I just keep discovering and learning, while savoring the richness of new relationships; actions organically follow.  

For example, now that I live hundreds of miles closer to Ohlone Chairman of the Amah Mutsun Band, Valentin Lopez, Molly Arthur and I have a date to meet with him soon.  He is very active in Land Conservation locally, and we are now involved in a campaign to save the Ohlone sacred mountain, Juristac, from becoming a mined gravel pit.
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